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Poverty has been an issue in society that affects all walks of life. Whether one is born into
generational poverty, or thrown into situational poverty, livelihood under such conditions is limited
(Beegle, 2007). A family of four in the United States is at the poverty threshold if they make less than
$24,036 each year (U.S Department of Health and Human Services, 2015). “The negative effects of
poverty have a pervasive impact on the well-being of individuals, families, and communities. More than
45 million people in the United States hover around the poverty line, about 20% of whom are children.
These children are at great risk for continuing the cycle of living in poverty” (Arnett-Hartwick, 2016). As
evidenced in society, poverty is an issue that defies all barriers of race, gender, and religion, and
ultimately extends itself to children in our schools.

Children in poverty are continually faced with challenges that their well-off peers may never see.
According to the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development “more than half of all poor
children deal with evictions, utility disconnections, overcrowding, or lack of a stove or refrigerator,
compared with only 13 percent of well-off children” (Jensen, 2009). Underprivileged children may face
poor nutrition, poor health, lack of parental supervision, inadequate living conditions, adverse social and
physical environment, volatile family dynamics, harsh treatment, emotional dysfunction and limited
access to transportation. Such conditions have negative effects on development, socialization, behavior
and classroom learning. “Because children are required to attend school, education-oriented professionals
can make a lifelong difference in the lives of poor children” (Arnett-Hartwick, 2016). Education and
positive role models from the middle class have been identified as key ways to eradicate poverty for
students. In order to help students get out of poverty it is key that educators display patience,
understanding, use modifications, become a mentor to the student, believe in them, and teach them skills
connected to both their culture and middle class ideals.

Since the founding of our nation children living in poverty have been disadvantaged in terms of

education. In the 1700’s only the very wealthy could afford any formal education. As access to education



increased schools in poorer districts received far fewer resources than those in affluent communities.
Unfortunately, this theme has persisted to present day, where the socioeconomic status of the surrounding
community greatly affects the quality of schools. (Boschma, 2016)

In 1965 Lyndon B. Johnson launched the ‘War on Poverty’ with the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act, aimed at closing the achievement gap between low-income students and their peers.
Although poverty rates have fallen since 1960 the actual number of people living in poverty has increased
to over 45 million (Arnett-Hartwick, 2016). Lyndon B. Johnson’s work to fund elementary and secondary
schools marked the beginning of federal involvement in schools. The ESEA set national achievement
standards and used standardized tests to hold schools accountable and allocate funding. Unfortunately, the
law failed to account for the fact that schools in poor communities would take longer to catch up and
measured specific standards rather than growth over time (U.S. Department of Education).

Ronald Reagan signed the Mckinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act in 1987 to combat
homelessness and provide homeless students with equal access to quality education and a chance to
succeed. This act defined homelessness for the first time and provided resources to students, educational
and extracurricular, to ensure they could meet the same high academic standards as their peers. (Mohan,
2014)

Poverty affects the behaviors and academic performance of students in the educational system.
For students in poverty, education is often seen negatively. It’s importance is not clear, as it takes time
away from acquiring resources for one’s family (Beegle, 2007). Schools are also seen negatively as they
punish students for living in poverty. If students do not complete certain requirements, they are often
punished by the educational system for circumstances that are out of their control. In addition, since
schools operate in middle class language, they pose an instant barrier in learning (Beegle, 2007). If an
educator has knowledge of both oral culture, which is found in poverty, and print culture, found in middle

class language, they can better relate the school material and render a child successful.



In terms of receiving an education, poverty conditions create just as many barriers for students as
schools do. Some students could be homeless, living in cars, or hotels. In addition, some students could be
living with chronic stressors that harm their functioning in schools and lead to emotional and social
problems. Poverty contributes to a lack of emotional regulation, cognitive lags, greater absences, and
reduced motivation (Jensen, 2009). Students can also become disconnected from school due to monetary
issues that disallow them to participate in sports, after school activities, field trips, or other social events.

To help combat this in the classroom teachers should avoid criticizing students for impulsive
behavior, allow time for homework, incorporate physical activities that blow of steam, teach stress
management techniques, thank them for coming to class, repeat information, incorporate cooperative
partner work, and show students how education can help them move out of poverty (Beegle, 2007). These
supports, coupled with true care for one’s students in poverty, can make the world of a difference in terms
of both academic success, and socialization.

Students who experience poverty respond best to learning that is relevant to their lives and
experiential in nature. These practices are best reflected in the ideals of pragmatism and existentialism.
Pragmatism emphasizes the importance of context, investigation, and learner centered curriculum.
Existentialists believe that everyone can determine their own future and that students should understand
and know themselves. These two schools of thought embrace a more fluid body of knowledge and believe
in the learning process more than the retention of facts and information. Idealism and Realism on the
other hand believe in a set body of knowledge that all students should learn. This mindset means that
students are often learning content that is completely removed from their life experiences, something that
is especially ineffective for those experiencing poverty. Idealism and realism also put emphasis on
memorization and testing. Although the four philosophies accept all students, those experiencing poverty

would likely respond best to the teaching practices of pragmatism and existentialism (Johnson, 2014). We



identify most with pragmatism. Under this school of thought teachers respond flexibly to individual
students which has been shown to increase the academic success of students living in poverty.

As educators we experience firsthand, the overwhelming effects poverty has on these students
and the community. Students coming from this type of background often need help with their health,
vocabulary, effort levels, mindsets and even cognition (Jensen, 2009). As educators, we need to be willing
to help all students develop these skills. It will be tough and emotional seeing the pain some students
endure on a daily basis. However, these students will appreciate what you are doing and the reward of
helping them is everything. Some ways we can help is by building relationships and being there for them
when they reach out to you. We should also be aware of local resources where children or families in
need can get help. This might be very emotional experience and difficult to talk with students about, but
being open, knowledgeable, and helpful is what these students are seeking. As educators, we need to be
willing to help create a better level of living even if it’s only little, these students will be thankful. The
little gestures can help in big ways.

Our beliefs about education are centered around doing the best we can for all of our students. No
matter what the challenge, we do not want to give up. This falls in line especially with students in
poverty. We want to help them learn and be successful in any way we can. Some ways to help students in
these situations are to offer them places to go such as community centers, keep supplies in the classroom,
offer them snacks in the class if they are hungry, and even have some extra clothes they can borrow. We
also believe that creating a safe classroom environment and building strong relationships is needed to help
students in poverty to be successful. Students living in poverty need such mentorship, resources, and care

in order to strengthen their socialization skills and build positive relationships with people around them.
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